Introduction
Heralded by the revelation of the double helical structure of the DNA molecule in 1953, the 21 st century is aptly designated the biotechnology century. The 20 th century of physics, which saw the transformation of silicon into computing magic, was embraced with enthusiasm by virtually every household. However, unlike her predecessor, the same cannot be said about the advancements in biomedicine.
These revolutionary procedures in biotechnology have probed the outermost boundaries of what is scientifically possible and acceptable. Micro manipulation at the very earliest stages of human development, at the level of the embryo, single cell and genetic structure is undoubtedly a very delicate and sensitive issue with potentially explosive ethical, social, medico-legal and religious ramifications. Hence, the turbulent and not uncommonly hostile controversies that has since evolved.
Some of the issues in biotechnology which are debated contentiously and extensively across all segments of human society include assisted reproductive technologies, human reproductive cloning, therapeutic cloning, embryo research, genetic engineering, euthanasia, organ transplantation, abortion and contraception.
The jurisprudence of biotechnology
As a complete and comprehensive way of life, the teachings of Islam encompasses all fields of human endeavours, spiritual and material, individual and societal, economics and politics, national and international. This is well understood from the revelation during the occasion of the prophet's farewell pilgrimage.
"This day, I have perfected your religion for you, completed My favour upon you, and have chosen for you Islam as your religion" (5:3) And the instructions which regulate our everyday activity of life is called Shariah (Islamic law). The Shariah is the epitome of the Islamic spirit, the most typical manifestation of the Islamic way of life, the kernel of Islam itself 1 . Bioethical deliberations is inseparable from the religion itself, hence Islamic bioethics must remain and flourish within the confines of the Shariah. The rationales for prohibition were as follows:
a. The basic concept in reproduction is to abide by the Shariah approved system of legally binding marriage, through the union of the sperm and ovum. b. Human cloning is against the natural process (Fitrah) of human relationship of marriage and reproduction c. The major harms far exceed the benefits. These include the disruption of lineage, family relationships and social fabric of humanity. d. The anticipated social, moral, psychological and legal implications of human copies.
e. The possibility of interfering with the male-female population dynamics
The ethics aside, the science of human reproductive cloning is not evidence based:
1. It is an inexact science -there were 277 attempts before Dolly was possible. "Even with mammals the risks are monumental let alone humans, it is criminally irresponsible" says Ian Wilmut, the "creator of Dolly". Failure rates are in excess of 98% 2. It is an inefficient technology -Abortion rates are 10x higher, stillbirth rates are 3x higher. Natural reproduction is more efficient and … more fun.
3. Unproven safety -Dolly suffered from premature rheumatism and early death (she was "a sheep in lamb's clothings").
Other abnormalities include large offspring syndrome, underdeveloped lungs, reduced immunity, and increased congenital anomalies. The list of misadventures increase by the day and which infertility expert or cloner is going to publish their failures! 4. Besides it compromises the gene poolit reduces genetic variability and diversity. One virulent pathogen may be sufficient to wipe out the whole clone population. Apart from a small minority of "rogue cloners" there is an international consensus against the reproductive cloning of human beings. However the opportunity to elaborate an international convention to ban reproductive human cloning was lost when member countries disagreed on the extent of the ban.
The USA and Costa Rica in the Policy on UN Cloning Treaty 2003, proposed a full ban on both reproductive and therapeutic cloning; whilst other member countries supported the Belgium proposal for a partial ban that is to ban reproductive cloning and allow national discretion on therapeutic cloning.
Therapeutic cloning
Unfortunately, the confusion and disgust at the prospect of cloning and creating babies has been transferred to therapeutic cloning. In therapeutic cloning unlike human reproductive cloning the end point is not cloning a human being. This technology involves the production of human clonal embryos for the purpose of harvesting stem-cells, tissues and organs. This would open the potential of curing a whole host of chronic and debilitating diseases including diabetes mellitus, Parkinsonism, myocardial infarction and spinal injuries.
The source of the totipotent stem cells has however been a source of intense controversy. Stem cells found in umbilical cord blood, bone marrow and aborted fetuses are generally acceptable from the ethical and moral point of view. Though less plastic, scarce and sometimes quite inaccessible, there have been some success stories with the use of these non-embryonic stem cells. This concept of personhood is neither logical nor empirical. It is based on one's fundamental assumptions about the nature of the world. It is primarily a religious or quasi-religious concept.
The Roman Catholics believe that the soul enters the body at conception and the fertilized ovum is a human person will full human rights. Pope John Paul II, on 29 August 2000 said, "Methods that fail to respect the dignity and value of the person 5 must always be avoided. I am thinking in particular of attempts at human cloning with a view to obtaining organs for transplants: these techniques, in so far as they involve the manipulation and destruction of human embryos, are not morally acceptable, even when their proposed goal is good in itself"
The scientific paradigm defines the preembryonic stage as the period from fertilization up to the determinant of the primitive streak at the age of 14 days. The pre-embryo is unable to feel pain or pleasure and therefore has no moral status. They may be cryopreserved, discarded or used for research purposes.
Lord May of Oxford, the President of the Royal Society said, "to cut off this research (without clear understanding of the science of therapeutic cloning and its potential to contribute to mankind) would be an act of intellectual vandalism comparable to papal censorship of Galileo and Copernicus."
The first verse revealed to Prophet Muhammad in the cave of Hira' translates as follows:
"Read! In the name of your Lord, who has created. Has created man from alaqa." (96:1-2) This verse embodies two very significant messages. From the outset, the Quran emphasizes the primacy of knowledge and follows this with the first lesson in embryology, the very creation of man himself.
The Quran is a book of guidance to invite mankind to the truth and salvation. But nonetheless it contains many "signs" which invites mankind to reflect upon his creation and the world that surrounds him. In various verses, it illustrates lucidly both the physical and spiritual dimensions of man's creation. In chapter 23, verses 12-14, the Quran says: "And indeed We created man from a quintessence of clay. Then we placed him as a small quantity of liquid (nutfa) in a safe lodging firmly established. Then we have fashioned the nutfa into something which hangs (alaqa). Then We made alaqa into a chewed lump of flesh (mudgha). And We made the mudgha into bones, and clothed the bones with flesh. And then We brought it forth as another creation. So blessed be God, the best to create" The nutfa represents the blastocyst which embeds within the endometrium. The alaqa, much intrigued the distinguished embryologist, Prof. Moore who was puzzled at how 1400 years ago anyone could accurately describe it as something which clings to the inner uterine wall like a leech. The scholars of Quran were similarly unable to explain the concept of mudgha until microsopy revealed that the chewed lump of flesh resembled accurately the appearances of the somites. And note how explicit the verses have been in illustrating that the ossification centres preceded the formation of the myotomes.
In another verse the Quran very clearly revealed another phase of man's being, the process of ensoulment.
"And breathe into him of His spirit" (32:9)
The soul is a metaphysical concept which is fundamental in Islam and it defines a human individual. The majority opinion in Islam accepts the 120th day of pregnancy as the time of ensoulment. Eventhough ensoulment occurs later; the embryo is respected from the onset of fertilization and acquires consideration as a human foetus after implantation.
And based on these fundamental premises, at least three Islamic Fiqh (Jurisprudence) Councils have given permission for the use of surplus embryos from IVF laboratories for ESC research 9, 10, 11 Probably one of the most far reaching thoughts on this highly controversial issue of ESC research has been that propounded by Sheikh Dr. Yusuf Al-Qardawi, a highly respected and contemporary Muslim scholar who related in his concluding remarks after a lengthy juristic deliberation the following position 12 :
"If it becomes possible through research to clone organs such as the heart, liver, kidneys or others which may benefit those who are in dire need of them; then this is permitted by religion and the researcher or scientist will receive the reward from Allah. This is because the research will confer benefit on humanity without loss to others or infringing upon them. Therapeutic cloning with this noble research pursuit is permissible and it is encouraged. In fact, in some circumstances, it may become mandatory to enhance this research in accordance with the need and man's research capability and accountability."
The following diagram illustrates the extreme potential for therapeutic cloning, with virtually zero risk of graft versus host disease (GVHD), with the option of either de-differentiation of the patients' indigenous stem cells or utilizing somatic cell nuclear transfer technology to generate embryonic stem cells.
Genetic technology and human embryo research
Two hadiths (authentic traditions) related from the Prophet has helped us to have a better insight into the science of genetics.
"Select your spouses carefully in the interest of your offspring because lineage is a crucial issue" "Do not marry your close relatives because you will beget weak offsrpings"
The second Caliph of Islam, Omar ibn ElKhattab, upon noting that a particular tribe intermarried with increased frequency, remarked to them: "You have weakened your descendants. You should marry strangers (people outside your tribe)".
The spirit of the exhortations of the Prophet SAW and his companion was to secure normal and healthy babies, protection of their early well being, endowed with the benefits of good genes from both parents and the prevention of congenital malformations and its consequent disabilities.
A variety of inherited diseases may now be diagnosed in the pre-embryo stage prior to implantation into the uterus. Highly sensitive polymerase chain reaction (PCR) techniques have enabled the rapid amplification of minute amounts of DNA material from the embryonic cells. The table shows that only 27 (14%) countries have taken action to ban the creation of designer babies.
Conclusion
Islamic medical bioethics is firmly grounded on the fundamental tenets of the Islamic Shariah. The close collaboration between the scholars of jurisprudence and the scientific and medical fraternity has enabled her to keep abreast of the plethora of advancing biotechnologies.
Despite the wide ranging bio-religioethical problems and dilemmas posed by these emerging biotechnologies, Islamic medical bioethics, has provided a "middle of the road" approach moderating between the extremes of conservatism and liberalism. This it does without impeding the genuine and responsible quest for new knowledge and breakthroughs in new research frontiers.
It has provided a legal framework for responsible societal governance of human genetic and reproductive technologies and banned all forms of free market eugenics.
Allah says in Chapter 2, verse 143:
"Thus we have appointed you a middle nation, that you may be witness against mankind, and that the messenger maybe witness against you …" ______________
